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Trade

Hydrocarbons (petroleum gas, crude petroleum and refined petroleum) dominate Algeria’s exports. According to the most 
recent data in 2017, they accounted for 94% (€37.4 billion) of total exports, while semi-finished products accounted for 
4.5% of the rest of exports.

Algeria’s trade balance was historically positive but started showing a deficit in late 2012. The trade deficit jumped from 
€15.7 billion in 2015 to €17.4 billion in 2016.[ ] In 2017 it stood at about €9.5 billion.[ ]1 2

Imports are largely controlled by politically connected corporate barons who get tax holidays, energy subsidies and credit 
from state-owned banks to expand their businesses.[ ] Because they are entrenched and incentivised to import, they 3
effectively prevent the industrialisation of Algeria.[ ]4

In 2018, the GoA imposed temporary restrictions on imports to protect foreign currency reserves and incentivise local 
production and diversification.[ ] In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government introduced additional restrictions on 5
imports in 2020 and committed to reduce imports by $6 billion. The aim is to cap imports at $30 billion in 2020.[ ]6

As a result of a 2005 free trade agreement, most of Algeria’s trade is with the European Union (EU). This is in spite of the 
fact that its trade complementarity with the Maghreb region is virtually identical with that of Europe and, in some 
instances, better. For example, instead of trading with Mauritania and Morocco, where Algeria’s trade complementarity 
index was higher in 2016, it mostly traded with Italy.

Trade within the North African region is limited and Algeria’s poor export performance reflects this. In fact, the Maghreb is 
the least economically integrated bloc in the world with a share of intra-regional trade of only around 5% of total trade.

The lack of regional integration is a significant obstacle to diversification and growth for countries in the region. A mere 
4% of Algeria’s trade is within the Maghreb and the 1 600 km border between Algeria and Morocco has been closed since 
1994, reflecting the extent to which fraught political relations in the region determine economics.[ ]7

In a 2019 IMF report on how economic integration could accelerate growth in the Maghreb, the authors point to the lack 
of regional considerations on trade and the restrictions on trade and capital flows that constrain regional integration.

The report lists the myriad economic benefits that would flow from such integration. These include attracting FDI, easing 
the movement of capital and labour, ensuring more efficient resource allocation and making the region more resilient to 
external shocks and market volatility. However, except for Morocco, instead of increasing, regional trade openness has 
steadily declined and traders face significant hurdles.[ ]8
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Chart 14: Intra-regional trade flows

Source: IMF

Source: IMF[ ]9

Note: Size of the nodes is proportional to total exports; width of the arrows is proportional to the size of the flow

Despite (and perhaps because of) the limited formal trade within North Africa, there is evidence of significant volumes of 
informal trade with Tunisia and Mali. This informal trade is facilitated by the associated topography—mountains and 
deserts that offer ample opportunities for illicit activities. Gasoline is ten times cheaper in Algeria than in Tunisia and 
informal traders benefit from this disparity at the expense of tax revenues.

Tax and subsidy differentials are the main drivers of the considerable unregulated and informal trade between Algeria 
and its neighbours.[ ]9

Similarly, there is evidence of significant informal trade between Algeria and Mali despite the closure of the 1 300 km 
border between the two countries since 2013. As a result of the cross-border trade between southern Algeria and 
northern Mali, the area benefits from lower prices than if goods came from the south of Mali. This phenomenon partially 

explains the lower poverty levels in the north of Mali, particularly in and around Kidal.[2]

While trade with its North African neighbours stagnates or takes the form of informal and illegal trade, Algeria will be 
phasing out its tariffs as part of its free trade agreement with the EU. The agreement was meant to take effect in 
September 2020 if it were not able to renegotiate the terms.

The EU is Algeria’s largest trading partner, and it is the EU’s third-largest supplier of natural gas, after Russia and Norway. 
In return, Algeria imports machinery, transport equipment and agricultural products.[ ]10
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Given its proximity to the EU and the proposed free trade zone, it seems unlikely that Algeria will be able to pursue a 
manufacturing-growth path without significant asymmetrical trade arrangements with the largest economic bloc globally.

 



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

STAGNATION OR GROWTH? ALGERIA’S DEVELOPMENT PATHWAY TO 2040: SPECIAL 
REPORT

5

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

9.  

10.  

Endnotes

Oxford Business Group, Algeria’s economy on stable footing and demonstrating great potential

OEC, Algeria

H Saleh, , Financial Times, 11 July 2018Algeria’s corporate barons cast themselves as saviors of economy

Expert opinion interview by Jalel Harchaoui, 21 October 2019; TH El Kadi, Upgrading or buying time: Oil rents, economic transformation and political 
, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, April 2020survival in Algeria

L Ghanmi, , The Arab Weekly, 4 March 2018Algeria must reckon with distortions of undiversified economy after import ban

I Kimouche, , Echorouk Online, 23 March 2020Coronavirus: Algeria’s imports to reduce to $6b within 90 days

AP Kireyev et al., , IMF, Departmental Paper 19/01, 13 February 2019, 14Economic Integration in the Maghreb: An untapped source of growth

AP Kireyev et al., , IMF, Departmental Paper 19/01, 13 February 2019, vii and 7Economic Integration in the Maghreb: An untapped source of growth

AP Kireyev et al., , IMF, Departmental Paper 19/01, 13 February 2019, 12Economic Integration in the Maghreb: An untapped source of growth

AFP, , ENCA, 10 August 2020Algeria wants to ‘reassess’ EU trade deal

Donors and sponsors

Reuse our work

All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the . You have the Creative Commons BY license
permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors. 
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data 
before use and redistribution.

All of our charts  in any site.can be embedded

Cite this research

Jakkie Cilliers and Stellah Kwasi (2026) Stagnation or Growth? Algeria’s development pathway to 2040. Published online at futures.issafrica.org. 
Retrieved from  [Online Resource] Updated 21 September 2022.https://futures.issafrica.org/special-reports/country/algeria/

https://www.government.nl/
https://www.sida.se/en
https://southafrica.hss.de/
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/going-strong-economy-stable-footing-and-offers-great-potential
http://www.atlas.media.mit.edu/en/profile/country/dza/.
https://www.ft.com/content/4f315ec6-8072-11e8-8e67-1e1a0846c475
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/algerien/16188.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/algerien/16188.pdf
https://thearabweekly.com/algeria-must-reckon-distortions-undiversified-economy-after-import-ban
https://www.echoroukonline.com/coronavirus-algerias-imports-to-reduce-to-6b-within-90-days
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Departmental-Papers-Policy-Papers/Issues/2019/02/08/Economic-Integration-in-the-Maghreb-An-Untapped-Source-of-Growth-46273#:~.
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Departmental-Papers-Policy-Papers/Issues/2019/02/08/Economic-Integration-in-the-Maghreb-An-Untapped-Source-of-Growth-46273#:~.
http://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Departmental-Papers-Policy-Papers/Issues/2019/02/08/Economic-Integration-in-the-Maghreb-An-Untapped-Source-of-Growth-46273#:~.
https://www.enca.com/business/algeria-wants-reassess-eu-trade-deal
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://help.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/embed.htm
https://futures.issafrica.org/special-reports/country/algeria/


 

The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the ISS, its trustees, members of the Advisory Council or donors. Authors contribute to ISS publications 
in their personal capacity.

About the authors

Dr Jakkie Cilliers is the founder and former executive director of the ISS. He currently serves as chair of the ISS Board of Trustees, head of the African Futures and 
Innovation (AFI) programme at the Institute's Pretoria office, and an extraordinary professor at the University of Pretoria. His 2017 best-seller  Fate of the Nation
addresses South Africa’s future from political, economic and social perspectives. His three most recent books,  (March Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution
2020),   (April 2021), and  (June 2022) offer rigorous analyses of the The Future of Africa: Challenges and Opportunities Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity
continent as a whole. From August to December 2025, Cilliers was a Richard von Weizsäcker Fellow at the Robert Bosch Academy in Berlin.

About African Futures & Innovation

Scenarios and forecasting can help Africa identify and respond to opportunities and threats. The work of the African Futures & Innovation (AFI) program at the 
Institute for Security Studies aims to understand and address a widening gap between indices of wellbeing in Africa and elsewhere in the world. The AFI helps 
stakeholders understand likely future developments. Research findings and their policy implications are widely disseminated, often in collaboration with in-country 
partners. Forecasting tools inspire debate and provide insights into possible trajectories that inform planning, prioritisation and effective resource allocation. Africa’
s future depends on today’s choices and actions by governments and their non-governmental and international partners. The AFI provides empirical data that 
informs short- and medium-term decisions with long-term implications. The AFI enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The 
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

https://futures.issafrica.org/books/fate_of_the_nation
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/africa-first
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://futures.issafrica.org/books/

	Stagnation or Growth? Algeria’s development pathway to 2040
	Trade
	Jakkie Cilliers and Stellah Kwasi


	Trade
	Chart 14: Intra-regional trade flows

	Endnotes
	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

